Notes for Discussion
Here are some notes to consider as we start our discussion. Some of this is repetitive of what you’ve already read, but consider it as emphasis.

What is This Story “About”? 

Holocaust and Survival

· We’re reading a “survivor’s tale”: on the surface it’s Vladek Spiegelman’s story, as told by his son Art. But underneath it’s Art’s story, of surviving his parents’ repressing their experiences, including the guilt of being among the less than 10 percent of those who survived the Nazi death camps (about 140,000 European survivors came to the U.S. after WWII; about 280,000 went to Israel). It’s about survival, choices, who we are and what events make us become: consider how Mala challenges Art to see his father’s negative qualities (suspicion, penny-pinching) as part of his character, not a result of the war experiences. Spiegelman puts a human face on an incomprehensible event by telling one complicated man’s story, a story that doesn’t fit neatly into tragedy and victimization (the irony is in that phrase “a human face.”)

Maus as Allegory

· This is what one author. Ian Johnston, calls a “Beast Fable.”  The mice, cats, and pigs play on ethnic and racial stereotypes. Why? What elements of the story, or stories (Art’s and his father’s) support and which elements subvert the stereotypes? Look at the quote on the inside copyright page from Adolf Hitler to get a sense of why Spiegelman has chosen this approach.  The “beast” heads are masks, though; Spiegelman sometimes gives us a peek underneath to see the people there: see where you can find this happening in the book.  For example, look on page 16, at the silhouette of Vladek in the final frame on that page. Yes, you can see the mouse face in that picture, but you can also see a man’s face, with a nose, chin, and forehead.

· Spiegelman said (in an interview in The New Comics Anthology, p. 191, ed. Bob Callahan, 1991): "To use these ciphers, the cats and mice, is actually a way to allow you past the cipher at the people who are experiencing it." He tells Callahan that when Maus first appeared as a three-page comic strip in an underground anthology, the words "Nazi" and "Jew" were never mentioned. Spiegelman's animals permit readers to bypass the question of what human beings can or cannot do and at the same time force them to confront it more directly. The Jewish mice are a subversion of the Hitler quote at the start of the text. His Nazis are like cats toying with their prey; cruelty for the sake of it, with no comprehensible explanation. Vladek and his family are as human as we are, as set up by the beginning of the narrative, but as the story unfolds , and the protagonists go deeper and deeper into hiding, they are forced to debase themselves more and more just to survive (think of what Vladek says to Arnie about friends, in the initial two pages of the story), they betray all the ties that we associate with humanity, and the beast metaphor becomes more poignant. 

Big picture made small

· Many books and films about the Holocaust become overwhelmed in the face of its hugeness: those caught up in it blur into a faceless mass of victims and victimizers. But Maus is the particular story of one survivor, Vladek Spiegelman, a young man who treated his mistress badly and may have married for money, whom we first see in his stubborn, tight-fisted, infuriatingly manipulative old age. Because he is not a saint, what happens to Vladek is all the more horrible. And by its very nature the comic book is a specific medium, in which even the slightest background details tell a story of their own. If you pay attention to the details, you will come away knowing the workings of the ghetto black market, the architecture of false-walled bunkers, and what was happening in the town squares where Polish Jews lined up patiently for deportation.  Spiegelman has said that one of his challenges was that as he listened to his father’s story, he’d naturally see in his head his own streets, his New York neighborhood. He had to learn to see Poland, a country firmly stuck in the 18th century even after WWI, and its way of life.  
· In addition, Maus is the story of the aged Vladek's tortured relations with his son, Artie, who is both a character in this book and its narrator; with his first wife, Anja, who killed herself twenty-three years after leaving Auschwitz; and with his long-suffering second wife, Mala, who knew Vladek and Anja before the war, and who helps reveal Vladek more clearly to Artie. The elderly Vladek's conversations with his son give the Holocaust narrative a frame and also an ironic depth. Vladek and his son are at odds, and what stands between them is Vladek's unexamined past, which has left deep wounds in both of them. 

The Characters of Maus I 

1.
What kind of man—or mouse—is Vladek Spiegelman? What details does Spiegelman use to establish his character? What traits do you think enabled him to survive events in which the overwhelming majority of Jews were killed? 

2.
The opening pages of Maus portray Vladek Spiegelman as an old man. Only later, when Vladek is telling his story, do we see him as he was in his thirties. What differences do you see between the old Vladek and the young one who emerges in his memories? How do you account for these changes in his character? 

3.
How does Spiegelman establish the old Vladek's "foreignness"? In what specific ways, for example, does his speech differ from his son's? Why does the author show the young, remembered Vladek, as well as his family, speaking "normal" English? 

4.
How would you sum up the character of Artie? How would you compare him with his father? What things about Vladek irritate him? Which of Artie's traits does Vladek seem incapable of understanding? In what ways do you think Vladek has influenced his son? 

5.
How does the author portray Anja as a young woman, and later as a depressed and suicidal older one? How are your earlier perceptions of her altered by the comic-within-a-comic "Prisoner on the Hell Planet"? If Anja had written a suicide note, what might it have said? 

Other Elements

1.
What does Maus do that pure text narratives cannot? In what ways do Spiegelman's crude drawings help us visualize things that words alone, or more "realistic" images, might be unable to portray? How does Maus differ, both in its subject matter and visual format, from other comic books you have read? 

2.
One of the problems inherent in representing human beings as cats and mice is that animals have a narrower range of facial expression. Are Spiegelman's animals as emotionally expressive as human characters might be? If so, what means does the cartoonist use to endow his mice and cats with "human" characteristics? 

3.
On page 23, Vladek asks his son to refrain from telling the story of his youthful involvement with Lucia Greenberg, claiming that "it has nothing to do with Hitler, with the Holocaust." Artie argues that this story "makes everything more human." Which of these statements do you agree with? Should the Holocaust be treated as an event so catastrophic that it makes private experience irrelevant? How do other books and films about the Holocaust, like Schindler's List, Night, or The Painted Bird, deal with this predicament? 

4.
Why do you think some Jews assisted the Germans, either by policing the ghettos or by informing on their people (see pp. 113 and 117)? Why might Vladek still send gift packages to Haskel, who betrayed his in-laws (p. 118)? In Vladek's place, would you do the same thing? 

5.
Maus contains several moments of comedy. Most of these take place during the exchanges between Artie, Vladek, and Mala. But humor even finds a place in the ghetto and the bunker, for example on page 119, when the cake sold to the starving Jews of Srodula turns out to have been made with laundry soap. What is the effect of this humor? Was it inaccurate or "wrong" of Spiegelman to have included such episodes within his survivor's tale? 

THE END

